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In China, however, as in Egypt and in many other countries, the robbing of tombs\had for a long time been a very lucrative occupation. Neither traps, poison nor terrifying curses inscribed on the coffiV could keep back the thieves. As the Chinese love of the pzfcst is as strong as his veneration for his ancestors and their tombs, there had long been a flourishing trade in antiques in Peking, where there was as much rivalry between private excavators as between the makers of faked relics.
Excavations on the site of the Shang residence in An-yang were started in 1931 by the National Institute of Historical and Philological Research, but there were great difficulties to be faced. Because of the climate excavating had to be limited to four months in the year, two in the spring and two in the autumn. The winter is too cold and the summer too hot. But these four months fall partly in the very windy season when sand-storms are frequent and these raise the yellow sand into a thick dust which settles into the deep layers of loess found in these north-western provinces. The winds are strong enough to blow a man over and carry him along for several feet. It is under these difficult conditions, with their faces protected by masks and goggles, that the Chinese archaeologists uncovered, layer by layer, at An-yang, the principal city of the oldest known civilisation in China.
A further danger which the excavators had to face, at least in the early stages, was that of bands of brigands. The province of Honan, and particularly the district of An-yang, were unsafe areas because of the wretched poverty of the peasants whose only source of livelihood was often theft and pillaging. When a landowner had been lucky enough to make an important find, he ran the risk of being carried off by brigands and held to ransom. The robbers of tombs had evolved their own method. As they could only work by night they spent the daytime sounding the ground by driving in long, hollow sticks where they considered the site favourable, The nature of the soil brought up inside the stick indicated whether or not there might be an ancient tomb under the surface. If the soundings were favourable, a gang of fifty or sixty men, armed with
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